PELLY    BAY
at the axis that the iglerk, which in the King William Land
igloo fills three-quarters of the interior, took up less than half
the floor space. The seal-oil lamps, or more properly vessels,
were nearly three feet long. All this luxury was explained by
the presence of seal in quantity, whereas around King, seal is,
to say the least, not plentiful.
Back of each lamp, on a sort of platform of snow, lay the
usual larder of the Eskimo rich in provisions, into which every
visitor was free to put his knife and draw forth the chunk of seal
or caribou or musk-ox that he preferred.
What was admirable about the architecture of these igloos
was that it permitted at one and the same time a private life
and a communal life. Each woman was free to trim her lamp
and sit quietly over her sewing or scraping of hides, attending
ia silence to her own concerns; but it was also possible for her
to converse with the others across the lobby while she worked,
to drop her work and, with the child in its hood at her back,
come across to sit with her neighbour; or all of them might, if
they wished, collect for a chat in the central lobby.
Thanks to the abundance of seal, these people exhibited to
me a powerful and dignified community, a life that might have
gone on in an ancient civilization with its matrons, its patri-
archs, its forum in which the will of a people expressed itself in
common discussion and decision. Each detail of life was here
an episode: the waking in the morning and first trimming of the
lamps; the feeding of children and men and dogs; the hubbub
of departure for the scaling; the chatter of the matrons, and
their housekeeping; the return when evening fell amid the
barking of the dogs, the swearing of the men, the hauling in
of the seals; and finally tea, the women sewing or serving while
the men stood waiting for their steaming mugs to cool, snorting,
joking, cutting off large chunks of meat, and feeling themselves
indeed that which their name implied, Iwit, *Men, pre-
eminently/ What I was seeing here, few men had seen, and
it was now to be seen almost nowhere else — a social existence
as in olden days, a degree of prosperity and well-being con-
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